164            AFTER    THESE    MANY    QUESTS
from the south, that we were fighting against the grain of the country, and our repeated, costly failures at the key position of Cassino showed the folly of trying to push north against impregnable defences. They said that we were pinning down about twenty German divisions, that we had already acquired the airfields we needed at Foggia for the air blitz on Germany, and that there was little to be gained by the capture of Rome except prestige. It all seemed extremely plausible, and it was all wrong. I repeat it here because there are today, as ever, many pundits making equally confident predictions on many subjects who, I am sure, will be proved equally wrong. The moral seems to be to use one's own common sense and never mind about the too numerous opinionated know-alls of this world.
The facts were that behind our jagged, switchback front preparations were being made for the most concentrated offensive of the war up to that date, the first mighty blow in the last rounds of the attack on Hitler's European fortress. General Sir Oliver Leese's Eighth Army had been swiftly and secretly transferred from the Adriatic end of the line to the Cassino front. Briefly, the plan was to pack General Mark Clark's American Fifth Army1 and the Eighth Army as tightly together as possible for an almighty slog on the narrow vital front between the Tyrrhenian and Cassino— roughly thirty miles wide.
The two main arteries, vital to defence and attack alike, were the coast road Highway Seven, otherwise Via Appia, and the Cassino-Rome road, Highway Six, otherwise Via Casilina. I carnc to know those two highways of death, horror and destruction as I know the Strand. They lured us like twin sirens, fed us like mothers, tormented us like demons—they were the be-all and end-all of existence. They meant for us hellish noise and dust, interminable weary journeys up and down in those so efficient and so damnably uncomfortable jeeps. But above all, dust, dust, DUST!! Shall I ever forget that clogging, blinding, suffocating dust that turned us from pink and while Anglo-Saxons into yellow men, brown men, black men and finally green men?
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